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Psalm 119

Psalm one-hundred and nineteen is made up of one hundred and seventy-six verses. While some verse numbering has been imposed on the psalms by translators and transcribers over the centuries, this psalm was constructed using verse groups called distichs [ancient scholars called them ogdoades or octonarii], what we might call stanzas; each of these are made up of eight verses. There are twenty-two of these stanzas in this psalm [hence 176 verses]. Each of these stanzas is designated by a letter of the Hebrew alphabet. This is called and alphabetic acrostic, and is designed to be memorized. It is said by the some Orthodox churches that this was the psalm that David wrote to teach Solomon his alphabet. It is also notable that the name Yaweh [name designation for The Lord God] also occurs twenty-two times in this psalm.

We have discussed psalms that were used for worship, and others for more everyday songs of worship. However, part of this psalm is used for education. This psalm is a like a puzzle-learning-tool; it can be used for the learning of the Hebrew alphabet, for learning basic mathematics in calculation and division, for memorizing parts of worship life and practice. 

All of these things, and perhaps more, come from reading and using this psalm. Since the psalms were the more common book/scroll that would have been available and accessible to people, it should not be too surprising that the psalms were used in this way.
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One of the psalm’s main themes is the reading of Torah [Law; referring to the first five books of the bible]. This is not the only psalm that speaks about meditating on the law of God frequently, or even continuously. It mentions repeatedly the need for strength and steadfastness in the face of opposition, distractions and personal weakness.

This psalm has been viewed as the song of a young ruler, or the prayers of a young priest. In its great length it is able to cover a great number of situations in its appeal to God for help and direction. 

The also operates on the basis of beatitudes rather than prohibitions. This is a more positive approach in persuading the reader/listener to follow a certain practice. Christ Jesus in his ‘Sermon on the Mount’ takes this same method of persuasion.  

The combination of its very specific structure [22 stanzas of eight verses] as well as directing the meditation and dedication the Word of God, this psalm despite its great length is supposed to be memorized. In its original Hebrew, this process of memorizing would be added to by the syllabic rhythm written into the verses . 

It has been used as part of a rhythmic walk along the property of the temple, around circles in prayer, as parts in the service of worship, and as the basis for several songs which quote it in part, or are based on the whole psalm [Heinrich Schütz.].

What hymn encompasses the whole expression of your faith?________________

___________________________________ 

What hymn says what you believe the most clearly?________________________________________________________________

Why? ______________________________

___________________________________

Besides prayer and praise, to what other uses could the psalms be put?________________

___________________________________

How do you go about memorizing poems or songs that are important to you? _________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

Why is memorizing portions of the bible important?__________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

Why might it not be important? __________

___________________________________

In the space provided on the pages listing the alphabetically divided psalm 119 make a comment on the theme of each stanza/distich.
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